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There is a rapid increase in CSR reporting across the world using GRI guidelines. This paper 
evaluates this phenomenon using Burt’s theory of social contagion for all financial 
institutions using GRI guidelines since their inception in 2000. Both components of social 
contagion: the influence of thought leaders or “alter” and of the media. We find that the 
adoption of GRI guidelines by the world’s largest financial institutions who are the thought 
leaders and constant media pressure have simultaneously contributed to the rapid adoption of 




















Proceedings of the Ninth Asia-Pacific Conference on Global Business, Economics,  
Finance and Banking (AP16Hong Kong Conference) ISBN: 978-1-943579-68-6 




There is a sordid history of resource and human exploitation hurtling the world as we 
know it to extinction (Common 1995, Ludwig et al. 1993). Realising that immediate action is 
required to preserve the environment and humankind, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 
was formed in 1997 as an initiative of the Coalition for Environmentally Responsible 
Economics (CERES) and the non-profit Tellus Institute (van der Molen 2015).  
GRI aims to provide a standardised reporting and assessment platform inter alia 
permitting statistical, financial and qualitative comparisons between various industries in the 
same sector and other industrial sectors (Ballou et al. 2006). A generic guide for CSR 
reporting was published in 2000 (GRI 2002). Input from business, political, community and 
legal stakeholders from around the world, and the realisation that each industry group had 
different spheres of activity and influence, industrial sector specific reporting guidelines were 
developed (GRI 2011b). The financial services supplement was developed by a pilot program 
between March 2001 and November 2002 and released in October 2008 (Gehman 2011). This 
was the first industry specific guideline issued by GRI (GRI 2011b). Other supplements for 
airport operators, construction and real estate, media, oil and gas, electrical utilities, food 
processing, metals and mining and NGOs were subsequently released (GRI 2015a). 
This research aims to evaluate the growth of GRI reporting in the financial sector across 
the globe. This will be viewed through the lens of the social contagion theory. The hypothesis 
is that social contagion through opinion leaders and media has accelerated the uptake of GRI 
for CSR reporting. The rest of the paper is organised as follows: the next section will provide 
a relevant review of the social contagion theory, description of research method, discussion of 
results in light of the social contagion theory and then a conclusion. 
2. The Financial Services Sector 
The financial services sector includes banks, both listed and unlisted, and other providers. 
The GRI financial services supplement is focussed on retail banking, commercial and 
corporate banking, asset management and insurance (GRI 2011b). Financial services 
including banks are considered to be the foundation of the economy. It comprises nearly 18% 
of the Global Dow (S & P Indices 2012).  
Tarashev et al. (2009) take global view that all financial institutions have systemic 
importance, which increases more than proportionately with size. This is because larger 
institutions play a disproportionate role in systemic events, the effects becoming more 
pronounced with increase in size. Mature, stable financial institutions in the developed world 
result in longer term debt, a reflection of the maturity of the legal system(Demirgüç-Kunt and 
Maksimovic 1999).     
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3. Theoretical Framework 
Businesses and industry increasingly have to prove their relevance to all stakeholders, not 
just financial shareholders. Management of reputational risk as a result of unsustainable 
business practices including human rights violations (Adams 2008, Bebbington et al. 2008, 
Jain et al. 2014). Since there are no hard legislative requirements to comply with, CSR has 
proceeded as a soft global guideline promulgated by the likes of GRI (Islam et al. 
Forthcoming).  
Burt (1987) analysed the adoption of new ideas and practices using the concept of social 
contagion. He states, “that when ego (receiving person) and alter (source) have strong 
relations with each other and so are again expected to act similarly under cohesion” (1291). 
He demonstrates that social contagion results in a right shift of the diffusion curve for new 
technology, products and processes. He classified the first third of the population adopting 
new practices as “early adopters” and the final fourth to change “late adopters”, the rest being 
“mean adopters”. Even between each sub-group there is a differential between the “eager 
innovators”, considered to be pioneers in their reference groups. Others adopting change soon 
after were also called “early conformers”. Mean and late adopters are considered to be “late 
conformers”, with those not changing their practices “deviant laggards” (Burt 1987: 1317). 
Opinion leaders are considered to be brokers carrying information across various members of 
the group, akin to network entrepreneurs (Burt 1999). He also states increased similarity 
between the ego’s and alter’s relationships with other people increases the rate at which the 
ego will adopt change and new processes promoted by the alter. The alter can be considered 
to be the originator of the new idea, an opinion leader or an early adopter of a new concept. 
The ego, who absorbs the new idea by social contagion, will be therefore classified as mean, 
late or laggard adopters. 
This theory of social contagion was originally used to explain the adoption of changes by 
individuals has also been found to be applicable to the behaviour of businesses (Galaskiewicz 
and Burt 1991). Human and corporate behaviour tends to cluster in time and space in the 
absence of coercion and rationale (Marsden 1998). Alternatively, social contagion can be seen 
as an extension of the social learning theory (Bandura 1971) which posits that when presented 
with uncertain and ambiguous situations we look to others for guidance and consciously 
imitate them. In the context of CSR and GRI, the constant challenge provided by previously 
unrecognised stakeholders and their rights results in corporations scrambling for ways to 
address these concerns. GRI provides a relatively easy reporting platform to address these 
new stakeholder concerns. 
The role of social connections and cohesion in the provision of information is challenged 
by media (Burt 1987). The rapid development of the internet, accessibility of media including 
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social media is challenging the dominant role of peer to peer interaction in the provision of 
information (Aral et al. 2013, Iyengar et al. 2011, Ugander et al. 2012). As Burt (1987) 
identified, modern media provides information overload with little emphasis on quality and 
reliability. Nonetheless the media plays a powerful role in the shaping of opinions of both: the 
alter and the ego.  
Social contagion explains the spread of information, news, techniques and products in the 
community at large (Greenberg 1964a, Greenberg 1964b). For unanticipated events, mass 
media is generally the first source of information for 90% of adults, followed by 
supplementary personal communication (Greenberg 1964a). However for news of lesser 
catastrophic importance relies more heavily on personal communication (Greenberg 1964b). 
Also, the tendency of individuals to associate with others with similar characteristics, 
homophily, allows further dissemination of information by social contagion (Bakshy et al. 
2012).  
In the context of GRI influencing the increase of CSR reporting by financial institutions 
and energy companies, this paper will review the history of CSR reporting using GRI 
guidelines over time from 1999. Financial Sector companies are classified as early adopters if 
they commenced CSR reporting using GRI guidelines during the period 1999-2004, mean 
adopters if they started between 2005 and 2009; and late adopters between 2010 and 2015. 
Large Financial Sector companies not doing CSR reporting using GRI thus far can be called 
“deviant laggards” using the lens of social contagion theory (Burt 1987, Burt 1993). Further, 
media pressure on other companies, as measured by the number of articles in newspapers 
contributes to the social contagion of CSR reporting using GRI. 
4. Methodology 
The GRI database (GRI 2015b) which lists all companies using  GRI guidelines for CSR 
reporting was used to identify financial institutions from 1999 through to 2014.Even though 
GRI was conceived in 1997 in Boston and the first GRI guidelines were issued in 2000, the 
very first CSR reports commenced in 1999 (GRI 2012). Financial institutions issuing CSR 
reports according to GRI guidelines were identified and analysed, using the social contagion 
theory to identify early, mean and late adopters. The early adopters can be considered to be 
opinion leaders and innovators with respect to CSR and GRI, (Burt 1987, Burt 1997). 
Social contagion is reflective of peer pressure due to opinion leaders as well as media 
pressure. The number of media articles on CSR and GRI were enumerated using FACTIVA 
(Dow Jones 2016). The database was interrogated for financial services using the search 
terms: Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), GRI, and, CSR and GRI. FACTIVA  groups 
industries and companies providing the following services: Banking/Credit, Insurance and 
Investing/Securities under a collective label of Financial Services (Dow Jones 2016). This 
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classification is similar to that used by GRI (GRI 2011a, GRI 2011c). A CSV file listing each 
of these search terms was downloaded separately for each time period under review. Separate 
searches were made in FACTIVA using the following terms, restricted to each region (similar 
to the classification used by GRI in its database): CSR, GRI, CSR and GRI. 
Within the early adopters, transnational corporations from this period were identified and 
their first CSR reports evaluated.  
5. Results and Discussion 
Review of data provided by GRI clearly demonstrates an exponential increase in the 
number of financial services companies using GRI guidelines for CSR reporting over the 
period 2000-2014 (Figure 1). As with any new concept and reporting standard, which are not 
legislatively mandated, there is slow early adoption as depicted in Figure 1. 
Figure 1: Demonstrating Increase in Number of Financial Services Companies Using GRI 
for CSR Reporting for the Period 2000-2014 
 
In the first year of GRI guidelines, 2000, there were only five companies throughout the 
entire world using GRI guidelines for CSR reporting. All of these were local or national 
companies, none with trans-national presence. This increased to 39 companies in 2004. In 
2004, there was one company from Asia, 21 from Europe, 2 from Latin America and the 
Caribbean, 4 from Northern America, 4 from Oceania and 7 from Africa. In terms of 
population and total size of the economies of these regions, Oceania has an abnormally high 
representation in this group. This is perhaps a reflection of the intense media pressure or 
social contagion as evidenced by the number of articles enumerated by searching FACTIVA 
using the search terms GRI or Global Reporting Initiative or CSR or Corporate Social 
Responsibility, narrowed to the time period in Oceania. Even before any company from the 
region commenced CSR reporting using GRI guidelines in 2000, there were 26 media reports 
in this region (Figure 2).  
In the period 2000 to 2003, FACTIVA reports that there were more media reports in 
Oceania on CSR and/or GRI than in any other region. In 2004, USA took the lead with 24 
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social contagion was highest in Oceania, also in 2012 and as late as 2013. It is no surprise 
therefore that Oceania had the highest number of GRI adopters in the early and mean 
adopters. Further, perusal of GRI data proves that all the major financial institutions in 
Oceania had adopted these guidelines by 2009. Thus the number of financial services firms 
reached a plateau phase by 2014. The early and mean adopters of GRI can be related to both 
peer pressure, as one of the largest banks in Oceania, Westpac in 2002, IAG a large insurance 
and financial services company and National Australia Bank another large bank in 2004 were 
early adopters.  This social contagion was compounded by the intense media pressure, the 
highest number of media articles as demonstrated by FACTIVA (Figure 2). This resulted in 
all four major banks in the region and many of the large financial service companies 
following this trend by becoming mean adopters by 2009 (Figure 1) with a few stragglers in 
the late adopter period 2009-14. 
Figure 2: Count of Media Articles by Region as Reported on FACTIVA for the Time Period 2000 
to 2014 with the Search Parameters: CSR or Corporate Social Responsibility or GRI or Global 
Reporting Initiative for Financial Services. 
 
The media has been relentless in exerting pressure on corporations around the world to 
increase their CSR and CSR reporting standards. The Anitpodes leads in this media barrage 
Perusal of the data obtained from FACTIVA clearly shows that corporations from Oceania 
had the highest number of media publications pertaining to CSR and GRI. Eight of the ten 
companies in the top ten by number of media articles were from Oceania, only one each from 
Northern America and Europe in the early adoption phase. In the mean adoption period, 
2005-2009, Oceania had five companies in the top ten, followed by three in Europe and two 
in Northern America. This reduces to four companies from Oceania in the late adopter phase, 
2010-2014. Even then it is relevant to note that the same companies from Oceania remain in 
the top ten except for AMP. Further, the total number of publications related to each of these 
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6. Social Contagion: The Early Adopters 1999-2004 
Burt’s (1987, 1999) “eager innovators” in the early adopters do not all come from the 
ranks of the socially, economically and politically powerful trans-national companies. In fact 
in the very first year of GRI operation, 2000, there were no trans-national corporations in the 
cohort (GRI 2015b). Whatever their motivation, from 2001, some of the world’s largest 
financial service companies eagerly embraced this discursive, material and charismatic wave 
of institutional entrepreneurship (Brown et al. 2009).  Citigroup, the world’s largest financial 
services company was one of the first to use GRI. This resulted in widespread media 
coverage, as evidenced by 33 news articles found on FACTIVA for the period 1 January 2000 
through to 31 December 2004 using the search terms Citigroup and Corporate Social 
Responsibility.  
ABN AMRO a large international bank based in the Netherlands with total assets of €533 
billion was amongst the first of the early adopters in the year 2000. The 2000 CSR report, the 
second for ABN AMRO was their first report complying with GRI-1 guidelines. This report 
was externally assured by Ernst & Young Accountants. This CSR activity was reviewed in 
the lay press.  FACTIVA lists five such publications in this period. 
ING, and Rabobank were two of the other three major Dutch banks started CSR reporting 
at the same time. ING was also a part of the Dow Jones Sustainability Group Index.  Their 
report was verified by external assurance through KPMG. ING had assets of €650 billion in 
2000. FACTIVA reports 58 records for ING in this period. The social contagion effect of 
Rabobank’s CSR activities was felt as far as in Australia, as described by ANZ, a large 
Australian bank in its Financial Literacy Report (ANZ 2005). This report also referred to the 
CSR activities of the Citigroup (USA), Barclays (UK), NAB (Australia) and Standard Bank 
(South Africa) all of which were reporting on their CSR activities using GRI.  
The Daiwa Securities Group from Japan, a multinational conglomerate with assets of 
nearly ¥8,000 billion was the first financial services corporation from Asia to follow GRI 
guidelines for CSR reporting.  Daiwa was also a part of the Dow Jones Sustainability World 
Index since the launch of the index in 1999. This generated 22 publications on FACTIVA in 
this period.  
Deutsche Bank which total assets of €803 billion in 2003 issued its first GRI based CSR 
report in 2002. Deutsche Bank scored 5 media articles on CSR in this period as enumerated 
by FACTIVA. It was feted for its collaboration with GRI for the development of financial 
sector GRI guidelines.  
Credit Suisse, the Swiss financial giant was worth CHF962 billion in 2003. Credit Suisse 
scored 19 publications in the period on FACTIVA on CSR.  
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Two of the four major Australian banks (Westpac and National Australia Bank) soon 
followed suit. Their foray into CSR reporting was seen with some cynicism. This was the 
result of social contagion due to constant media pressure, the realisation at board level that 
CSR pays and due to the worldwide ascendance of GRI. Westpac therefore was involved in 
the development of the initial GRI reporting framework for the finance and banking sector .  
The beleaguered NAB, another of the big four Australian banks also succumbed to media and 
peer pressure to try to demonstrate to the world its good intentions with its CSR report. This 
risk management approach (Thomson and Jain 2006) to the adoption of CSR can also be seen 
as a result of social contagion. This is clearly stated in their annual report. 
It is clear that the early adopters were the movers and shakers in the industry. These 
institutions formed Burt’s (1987) “alter”, were a mixture of eager innovators and early 
adopters.  Their involvement in the development of the GRI guidelines (eager innovators: 
Deutsch Bank and Westpac) and their financial power (Citigroup was the world’s largest 
financial services provider ion 2001, a powerful alter) ensured that these companies were 
heard and followed by their peers. Without exception their CSR reports referred to the GRI 
guidelines providing a well-defined pathway for their competitors. Each of these reports was 
widely available and extensively reported by the media as a step in the right direction. Non 
shareholder stakeholders were being heard. These early adopters deserved the plaudits they 
received from the media. This is social contagion at its very best: peer pressure on similar 
industries around the world and the intense media scrutiny resulting in explosive growth in 
the number of median and late adopters.  
7. Mean Adopters 2005-2009 
The cohort of financial sector companies complying with GRI CSR guidelines in 2004 
included those included in every major stock index for this sector. This “alter” group heavily 
influence the first “ego” companies in this period. Dissecting the data presented in Figure 1 it 
can be seen the growth in number of companies using GRI financial service guidelines 
increased rapidly. This increase was dominated by European and Asian companies due to the 
sheer numbers of available companies in the region, the status of the “alter” companies, all of 
which were prominent large banks in the region.  
This is not to say that the media followed the same pattern. Detailed review of Figure 2 
inset shows that whilst the number of media articles increased in this period, the graph still 
does not demonstrate logarithmic phase growth. The media did not have such a large role in 
the social contagion based development of GRI based CSR reporting in this phase.  
This cohort of mean adopters thus used the “early innovators” and “alters” from the 
previous period as source of knowledge and ideas: social contagion due to peer pressure. A 
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classic example of this activity is the Australian bank ANZ, which in its report, clearly 
described the sustainable and socially responsible activities of banks from around the world.   
Whilst there may have been in a drop in the number in numbers and extent of CSR 
projects during the GFC as described by Karaibrahimoglu (2010), the actual numbers of GRI 
based CSR reporting companies in this period did not decline. In 2008 there were 177 
financial sector companies and 218 in 2009. This lack of reduction in numbers may have been 
a result of other externalities such as a vicarious sense of responsibility for the GFC in 
surviving financial service companies. This is particularly important as the GFC followed on 
from disastrous investments by a multitude of financial service companies on both sides of 
the Atlantic (Jain et al. 2012). The “ego” remained devoted to the cause of GRI based CSR 
reporting. 
8. Late Adpoters 2010-2014 
By 2010, when the aftermath of the GFC had changed the global financial markets 
forever, there was resurgence in the number of media articles on CSR and GRI on FACTIVA 
(Figure 2). Once again Oceania dominated in the number of media articles, second was Asia, 
followed by the traditional bastion of CSR and GRI Europe, then Northern America, and 
Africa. Latin America scored the least hits.  
This intense media pressure did not result in a similar increase in the number of 
companies in the sparsely populated Oceania, where participation seems to be plateauing off 
(Figure1). Europe leads in the total number of complying companies, followed by Asia, then 
Latin America and the Caribbean, Northern America, Africa and Oceania in that order. Given 
the size of respective economies and the population, it could be expected that Asia or North 
America would dominate. In Latin America it could be argued that direct contagion from 
other companies was stronger than media reports. This evaluation is only for English 
language reports on FACTIVA. Changing the search parameters to include all languages 
resulted in only 36 more publications, which does not alter the result or the impact. The 
reason for such poor media coverage of CSR and GRI in this region is outside the scope of 
this current research. The social contagion from the “alter” directly or indirectly from media 
pressure has certainly increased GRI based CSR reporting globally. 
Of the major finance sector companies in the world, virtually none remain who do not 
comply with the voluntary code of reporting promulgated by the GRI. Social contagion 
resulted in the message reaching the politicians and lawmakers in many countries through the 
media and these large powerful companies, so much so that in the last five years many 
countries have moved to legislatively mandated CSR reporting (Ioannou and Serafeim 2014).  
 
 
Proceedings of the Ninth Asia-Pacific Conference on Global Business, Economics,  
Finance and Banking (AP16Hong Kong Conference) ISBN: 978-1-943579-68-6 




There is no doubt that CSR activities and GRI based reporting are here to stay. Social 
contagion from the well-developed “alter”, in the form of leading finance companies of the 
world has spread worldwide via direct contagion and media pressure. This has resulted in 
exponential growth in the number of companies using GRI based CSR reporting guidelines. 
Whilst there are other theories which have been used to explain this rapid increase, we believe 
that the theory of social contagion is a nice fit, particularly since the majority of the increase 
has been in the era ante-dating legislatively mandated CSR reporting. 
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